Phenotypic plasticity in response to low quality diet in the South American omnivorous rodent Akodon azarae (Rodentia: Sigmodontinae).
We studied the responses in the omnivorous rodent A. azarae submitted to a low quality diet at morphological, physiological and biochemical levels. At short term, a decrease in body mass occurred. A later increase in food consumption constituted a strategy that allowed a temporal recovery of physical condition. However, hyperphagia appeared not to be enough to maintain physical condition after 30 days of low quality diet consumption. At the morphological level, an increase in length (9%) of the anterior portion of the gut occurred, the part of the gut where digestion and absorption take place. A decrease in small intestine weight could be related with the long-term impairment of body condition. Inhibition of sucrase specific activity in small intestine would indicate a down-regulation of sucrase-isomaltase complex. Total maltase specific activity in small intestine was not affected suggesting an up-regulation of sucrase-independent maltase specific activity. A down-regulation of protease specific activity in small intestine occurred in response to low quality diet. The specific activity of disaccharidases in caecum and large intestine was down-regulated. The strategies and constraints at different levels of A. azarae upon low quality diet are discussed.